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The Florida Room: Religion & Romance:
A Florida Memoir
by Ron McFarland

w

en I was thirteen years old my parents suddenly became
Methodists. All of my life we had been God-fearing
Presbyterians, and my father sang in the choir and my
mother taught Sunday School. I went to vacation Bible school at
the First Presbyterian Church in Rockledge, Florida, and my first
girlfriend, Sherry, she of the blue-green eyes and honey-blonde
hair, was a Presbyterian. Before that, when we moved to Winter
Park in 1950,we attended Park Lake Presbyterian, and before that,
in Barnesville, Ohio, we worshipped at the massive reddish-sandstone block First Presbyterian Church where I was baptized. Or
was that in the coal-mining town of Neffs, where my mother was living with her parents while my father was in basic training or
Officer Candidate School? OCS, I think. On the occasion of my
christening, I am reputed to have spit up on my father's new forest-green uniform. He must have been a second lieutenant by
then, a shave-tail. I studied The Westminster Catechism and memorized Bible verses; elderly ladies praised me for not squirming during the long sermons and seemingly interminable pastoral prayers.
I even got married for the first time in the Barnesville church, a
Tom Thumb wedding at age five.
How old was I when I memorized that nearly universal song,
certainly as familiar to a Methodist as to a Presbyterian child?
Ron McFarland is professor of English at the University of Idaho, where he teaches courses in literature and creative writing. He thanks his wife Georgia for her
careful reading of this manuscript.
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Jesus loves me, this I know,
For the Bible tells me so;
Little ones to Him belong,
They are weak, but He is strong.
This followed by the chorus, 'Yes, Jesus loves me." It felt good to
sing that song, the lyrics penned by Anna Bartlett Warner (18201915) in 1859, just before the Civil War would make some folks
question whether Jesus loved much of anyone. Of course we never
learned the more ominous verses about Jesus dying, "my sin," "me"
being "very weak and ill" and about to die. The hymn as we knew
it was simply about love, and about how we kids were particularly
beloved. It would be many years before I learned about "agape"
and "eros."
Perhaps it was that mock wedding that began my tendency to
associate romantic love with religion. The liaison seems likely
enough. God is love, we are told. In retrospect, I am pretty sure I
fell in love with bright-eyed, dark-haired Tina during rehearsals, so
the photograph that appeared in the local paper showed me planting a connubial kiss of near epic proportions for a five year-old.
Many years later, one of my cousins who'd stayed in Ohio and
who'd probably stayed Presbyterian as well, told me Tina became a
slut, dropped out of high school pregnant and unwed. I was not
grateful for the information.
But how is it that my family suddenly went Methodist? "I don't
really remember," my mother tells me over the phone. "I think
maybe it was the minister." My father doesn't remember either.
Maybe I was fourteen, ninth grade.
My parents insisted my brother (two years younger) and I go
to Methodist Youth Fellowship one Sunday evening, maybe after
our first visit. I suspect this was because I was sulking about our
move. Not that I was such a devoted Presbyterian, loyal to my
Calvinist heritage. Later, as a student of 17th-centuryBritish poetry and prose, I dabbled in Calvin's Institutes of the Christian Religion
(1536), a ripping good read, by the way, albeit a tad heavy on the
natural depravity thing. So far as I know, Calvin never got around
to penning a hymn, which renders him less attractive as a human
being, I think, than Martin Luther (1483-1546),who went to the
top of the charts with "Ein' Feste Burg ist Unser Gott," better
known as uA Mighty Fortress is Our God" (written in 1529 and
translated into English in 1853). We Presbyterians sang that one,
https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol83/iss4/5
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too. I enjoyed the militant hymns, those that spoke of battle and
that demanded to be belted out with soldierly gusto: "Onward,
Christian soldiers, marching as to war." "The Battle Hymn of the
Republic" was, of course, my favorite, but for none of the right reasons. I paid no heed to any incongruity between this apparent militarism and the message of love.
So there we were feeling awkward and vulnerable, strangers in
the House of the Lord. Perhaps that's a bit overly dramatic. We
were not meeting in the sanctuary, after all, but in the assembly
hall adjoining the Sunday school rooms, and after a quick opening
prayer, not much of a sacred or spiritual nature transpired. What
did transpire was a vision of pubescent feminine pulchritude,
nubility clad in a soft yellow sweater, short-sleeved, mohair, I guess,
and she was wearing the stylishly tight black skirt of the era. That
era being the mid-1950s, let's say 1956, and I have just turned fourteen. Eisenhower was president ("I Like Ike") and the Cold War
was underway; Tennessee Williams won the Pulitzer for Cat on a
Hot Tin Roof (I'd see the Paul Newman-Elizabeth Taylor movie
when it came out three years later); Rosa Parks refused to sit in the
back of a bus in Montgomery, Alabama, and the next thing you
know, we had trouble Down South.
Wasn't it at church camp somewhere along the line that I
learned the following little ditty?
Young folks, old folks, everybody come,
Join the darkies' Sunday school and have a lot of fun!
There's place to check your chewin' gum and your razors
at the door,
And you'll hear some Bible stories that you never heard
before.
(Repeat verse, ad nauseum)
Somehow we did not think of that song as racist, but don't ask me
why. Were we that naive, or that callous? I suppose we were both.
My family did not move to Florida until I was seven and had gone
through second grade in Ohio, but although I was promptly singled out on the playgrounds as a Yankee, I had no real sense of the
segregated world I'd suddenly found myself living in: separate and
obviously unequal schools, separate entrances to the Greyhound
station and the State theater, 'Whites Only' drinking fountains and
park benches, people of color all over the place, and yet somehow
nowhere at all. Where they were, of course, was working in the
Published by STARS, 2004
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orange groves and cleaning houses. They had "their own" funeral
homes and cemeteries, churches and bars. Where they were was
Niggertown. There exists now a bowdlerized version of the song
substituting such words as "our happy" for "the darkies'" and
"raisins" for "razors," but we were innocent of that revisionist text.
Of course we knew, before the phrase "politically correct" ever
existed, that the appropriate hymn went this way:
Jesus loves the little children,
All the children of the world;
Red and yellow, black and white,
They are equal in His sight,
Jesus loves the little children of the world.
The lyrics are those of Clare Herbert Woolston (18561927),neatly adapted to George F. Root's familiar Civil War tune for "Tramp,
Tramp, Tramp, the Boys are Marching."
But what I saw that Sunday night at Methodist Youth
Fellowship was not politics, or religion for that matter, but love,
love in the form of Myrna Lynn, who smiled and welcomed me
into their midst. Her lips were on fire. Scarlet with religious fervor and lipstick that I imagined smearing all over my face,
although at this point in my life no girl had seen fit to smudge me
so devoutly. At the ages of thirteen and fourteen my lipstick
smears (and lipstick certainly did smear in the Fifties) were limited to those deposited by my mother, grandmother, and aunts. Not
that Myrna Lynn just sashayed up and planted a big Christian
smooch on my lips, or even on my cheek, but certainly I unleashed
my fertile imagination on a carnal pilgrimage. She was nice. Her
voice was soft and sweet, and it was as if she, personally, was so, so
pleased that I had decided to join their group. If she included my
brother Tom in that welcome, I did not notice. I was blissfully
aware only of her long, soft-looking, dark hair, and of her soft
warm hands, green eyes, pretty little nose, bosom (yes, certainly
that)-in short, I was on the verge of a mystic experience, an extasis, a standing apart of my soul from my body.
Well, of course at the time I had no conception of ex-tasis or
religious mysticism. That came years later, after I read John
Donne's "The Extasie" (a.k.a. "The Ecstasy") and Evelyn
Underhill's Mysticism and William James's Varielh of Religious
Experiace. Donne's poem approached most nearly what I suppose
I was feeling at that time:
https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol83/iss4/5
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Our eye-beams twisted, and did thread
Our eyes, upon one double string.
It was something like that. It seemed to me that our souls were suspended in space between us. Were our hands, like those of
Donne's silent, idealized lovers, somehow "intergrafted"? Donne
gets a bit carried away after that. But that doesn't matter. During
the meeting portion of Methodist Youth Fellowship, I gazed soulfully at Myrna Lynn, confident that she was feeling the same unutterable love for me that I felt for her.
Do I not remember singing this beloved Charles Wesley hymn,
written in 1740, and thinking not of the "great Redeemer," but of
Myrna Lynn?

0 for a thousand tongues to sing
My great Redeemer's praise,
The glories of my God and King,
The triumph of His grace!
My eyes would stray to where Myrna Lynn's admirable breasts
swelled with faith and music, and (I wanted to believe, as a
supreme act of faith) with profound love, not for Jesus, but for
me. Not that I wouldn't have been willing to share her with Jesus.
"What a friend we have in Jesus," we bad boys would croon after
church, "Christ Almighty, what a pal!" Joseph M. Scriven is said
to have written the lyrics in 1855 to soothe his sorrowing mother
back in Ireland. The Brits shaped up their own irreverent version
during the First World War beginning, "When this bloody war is
over."
But it did not take more than two or three additional visits to
Methodist Youth Fellowship before I realized that Myrna Lynn's
soft, warm hand was not coated with some sort of "fast balmn;it was
simply the right hand of fellowship, a neutral handshake of
Christian camaraderie or brotherly-sisterly love. No descent to
affections here. I was very disappointed. When another new kid
joined Methodist Youth Fellowship a few Sundays later, Myrna
Lynn deserted me and sipped Kool-Aid with him after the meeting.
Myrna Lynn was little more than a shill for the youth fellowship
concession. She was pimping for Jesus.
Looking back, it seems to me that I went into a spiritual funk
after that, two years or so of aimless wandering in the wilderness
until, the summer before my senior year, I discovered Ann and the
Published by STARS, 2004
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glories of S t Marks Episcopal Church, Anglo-Catholicism, a "high"
church, as I would learn to call it a few years down the ecclesiastical turnpike. My happy days with Ann began not long after
Suzanne, my date for the junior prom, she who introduced me to
the wonders of smeared lipstick (orange, as I recall, or maybe
some shade of coral), dumped me in favor of a guy named Lee
who had his own car (I was still at the mercy of my parents) and
was, like her, a good Southern Baptist. The Southern Baptists had
the biggest and most impressive church in Cocoa, with tall white
columns of the sort one might associate with antebellum plantation houses. About three years later, I would watch the deacons of
the really huge plantation house that was the First Baptist Church
in Tallahassee as they denied entry to what most enlightened
Southern whites called "The Coloreds."
Ann came into my life in the process of one of those phone
calls almost all teenage boys and girls get involved in sooner or
later, almost inevitably: Call Ann, my best friend Teddy insisted,
and find out if she likes me. Reluctantly, I did call Ann, but it
turned out that she liked me. Fortunately, she had a good friend,
Linda, who liked Teddy, so we began double dating and I began to
go to St. Marks, starting with evening prayer and meetings of the
Episcopal Young Churchmen. Here was an entirely different kind
of religious experience for me, something dangerously close to
Roman Catholicism, that suspect congeries of Latin-gibbering,
mackerel-snapping papists that would in just a couple of years,
directed by their priests and nuns, and ultimately by the Pope
Himself, manage to elect one of their kind to the very presidency
of the nation.
But Episcopalians, my parents assured me, were indeed
Protestants. Although they called their ministers priests and
addressed them as "father," they at least spoke English and they
did not believe the wine (and it was real wine, not Welch's grape
drink) and bread was actually, literally transformed in their bodies
to Christ's blood and flesh. Episcopalians hedged their bets, I discovered through a close reading of the Thirty-nine Articles, by way
of what they called "consubstantiation." Ann was tall, at least as tall
as I was which, as a matter of fact, was not very tall after all, and
slender. She had large brown eyes and loved to kiss. I was sixteen,
soon to turn seventeen, and my understanding of what is nowadays
called "human sexuality" had not progressed beyond my Boy Scout
training.
https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol83/iss4/5
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My musically biased ear, honed by the hymns of the Wesleys,
did not respond favorably in general to Episcopalian hymns, which
seemed to drone atonally. Since then I have watched Anglican
services set in striking little centuries-old churches on PBS television, and my prejudices have been confirmed. Mrs. Marple's
strained soprano chimes too perfectly with the congregation's
apparent preference for atonality. One exception was the hymn
written by the poet William Blake around 1808:
And did those feet in ancient time
Walk upon England's mountain green?
And was the holy Lamb of God
On England's pleasant pastures seen?
I felt myself being swept up in the currents of "England's green
and pleasant land."
Before long I was leading evening prayer, following the set
liturgy, proud of my new religiosity. There was a certain romance
to it that surpassed the secular. I went along on an Episcopal
Young Churchmen excursion to the Passion Play in Lake Wales,
Father Lindsay muttering "ego, mei, mihi, me" as he listened to
our self-absorbed adolescentjabber. I'd had enough Latin in high
school to recognize it as the beginning of the declension of the
first person personal pronoun, the almighty "I." On the way back
we sang "We Are ClimbingJacob's Ladder" in rounds until we went
hoarse: "Sinner, do you love my Jesus?" Sure enough, there's a
bowdlerized, revisionist version of that verse, too, in which the
pejorative sting of "sinner" is replaced with "children" in the
anonymous old African American spiritual. "If you love Him, why
not serve Him?" I suspect my answer to that question had a lot to
do with the Latin declension alluded to above.
It was my senior year, and I was busy bagging groceries at
Publix, playing trumpet in the band, trying to plan for college.
One night as I was watching the old black-and-white film All Quiet
on the Westerm Front on television, I got a call from Teddy's grandmother: Was this Ronnie? Was it really me? Was I okay? Teddy
had been driving back from Linda's house at the beach, and he'd
lost control of his father's Oldsmobile, the car we'd double dated
in the past several months. He was dead. They were relieved to
hear I hadn't been with him.
My last official connection with St. Marks was to serve as one of
Teddy's pallbearers. As a kid I'd probably gone to one funeral or
Published by STARS, 2004
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another, but this will always be my first. I remember how Teddy's
full name echoed in the sanctuary throughout the service'Edward Albertn-and how Ann supported Linda that day at the
cemetery. Ann and I broke up not long after that, and I stopped
going to church for a while, except for an occasional parentimposed visit to First Methodist. The Methodists were at their best,
it seemed to me, when it came to the hymns. Those Wesley boys
could turn out a tune. When I graduated from high school that
spring, Father Lindsay gave me a handsome Book of C m m Prayer
bound in red leather and ascribing to me the words of 2 Timothy
2: 15: "Study to show thyself approved unto God, a workman that
needeth not to be ashamed, rightly dividing the word of truth."
He knew I aspired to be a teacher.
In my life of almost unceasing apostasies, I found myself dating a Jewish girl whose father ran a clothing store in town. Jane,
her name was, and she was cute, quiet and cute. She must have
accompanied my parents and me on ajunket to the Big Tree somewhere near Orlando, as we have a family photo of the two of us
standing by that venerable cypress. My first flirtation with Judaism
was brief, and of course I had only the vaguest notion of that faith
(my gentile shadow never crossed the threshold of a synagogue),
but I recall one memorable evening at her parents' home on
Cocoa Beach when some of her relatives showed up. It was the first
time I ever saw males (her father and his brother) embrace and
kiss. This, I thought, was because they were Jewish! My aloof
Presbyterian world of handshakes was profoundly shaken.
The men in my family would not take to embracing one another until my brother Tom returned from Vietnam in 1968, and predictably, it was Tom who initiated it. We never did get so far as
kissing. But suddenly, so it seemed, before I could get into the car
to return to Illinois, where I was going to graduate school, and
later, when I was teaching in Idaho, a mere handshake would not
be not enough. A result of the impassioned Sixties? I suppose it
was more than that.
But the advent of my next major theological fling occurred
before the war came to a simmer, sometime during the summer of
1961 after my freshman year in junior college. For some reason I
cannot quite remember how we got together, but I began dating
Tom's girlfriend, Jenny. I do recall that I sort of cleared it with
him: Would it be all right if I asked her out? They were good
friends, but were not romantically "involved," or maybe that's just
https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol83/iss4/5
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the way I want to remember it. Maybe Tom cared for Jenny a lot
more than he let on. There was a date at the beach heavy with
overtones of the movie From Here to Eternity. Jenny was very small,
more than simply petite, maybe four feet ten inches, and I remember sweeping her up in my spindly arms as we splashed through
the waves and carrying her up to the beach. I felt that I was in love,
really in love, for the first time in my life. She was Roman Catholic.
My family has always been tolerant of race, ethnicity, and religion, at least in the classic middle-class sense of the term. In matters of religion, we have been fairly latitudinarian, never remotely
Pentecostal or fundamentalist; in fact, let's face it, we are somewhat inclined toward outright backsliding. Nevertheless, Roman
Catholicism, especially in the early Sixties, when the Mass was rattled off in Latin and the nuns universally wore bizarre habits, was
a frightening prospect. My mother's brother, my Uncle Jim, had
been in love with a beautiful Catholic girl back in Ohio, my mother told us, but Grandma s., who was not a church-goer herself, simply would not have it. Perhaps in that small coal mining town such
a liaison smacked too much of Slavic or Italian ethnicity. Maybe
that is what they objected to more than to the evils of the Seven
Sacraments, Papal Infallibility, and Making a Novena (whatever
that was-my father once made a joke that had to do with going
out to get some plywood).
Catholics were bad because, for one thing, they believed all
Protestants were doomed to Hell, or at best to that questionable
Catholic invention, Purgatory. Catholics were bad because they
believed you didn't have to pray directly to God, but could just
pray to one or another of their many suspect "saints." This was
known as Intercession, and it was a really bad idea for some reason
that was not altogether clear to me. Catholics were bad because
they believed in Confession. Did I want some priest to know every
single thing that Jenny and I did when we were out on a date? Well,
no, I did not. And connected with the Confession business was the
Confession booth and Penance, whereby one might sin at will,
after which a few hastily burbled Ave Marias and Pater Nosters
would be sufficient to cleanse one and prepare one for further sinning. Catholics were bad because they had to do everything the
Pope in Rome told them to do, like vote for President John F.
Kennedy, which is the only reason he got elected. But then I had
turned eighteen in 1960 and had voted for Kennedy, and that was
before I fell in love with Jenny. The Pope had not influenced me
Published by STARS, 2004
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in the slightest. Retrospectively, my vote had a lot to do with adolescent rebellion and a spurt of boyish idealism.
Of course, falling in love with Jenny had nothing to do with
being rebellious. She was a real sweetheart, and my parents
adored her. She was a whiz at math and Spanish, and she was
sweet, and she was doublejointed so that when she played what we
call The McFarland Family Card Game (a.k.a., Crazy Rum), she
would arrange her dozen or so cards in three different tiers of one
of her delicate little hands. So before I knew it, I was going to Mass
on Sundays, and because of those invaluable two of years of high
school Latin ("Gallia est omnis divisa in partes tres," or words to
that effect), I could pretty well translate as I read from the Missal.
If it is accurate to say that I felt somehow "more spiritual" when I
was an Episcopalian than when I was a Presbyterian or a Methodist,
then it is equally accurate to say that I felt more spiritual than ever
when I made the sign of the cross, genuflected, rapped my heart
with my fist as I muttered "mea culpa," and rattled off the Lord's
Prayer in Latin. I began to attend lessons at the Newrnan Center
in Tallahassee (I was a junior at Florida State University by that
time) intended to aim me toward Conversion.
I had some concerns, of course. For one thing,Jenny had confided to me one evening at the drive-in theater on Merritt Island
that she had indeed confessed to Father Paul about how I had gotten "carried away'' the previous weekend when we were watching A
Summer Place. It happened when Troy Donahue and Sandra Dee
were embracing and kissing passionately on their island, and
before I knew it, I'd let my hand glide acrossJenny's small breasts.
She jerked away from me and made the sign of the cross. I felt
chastened, even humiliated. It was not at all the same thing as
crossing the Ann Landers Line of "necking and pettingn; 1 had
done something sinful, something bordering on sacrilege. And
now I discovered my villainy had been exposed to a priest, and
Jenny had been obliged to recite some number of Hail Marys and
Our Fathers to make up for it. She seemed okay with all of that,
but I was stung with remorse. We were, after all, as Jenny reminded me on frequent occasions, "saving it for marriage."
And then some problems came up in the communicants' class
when the priest informed us that if our Catholic wife were in danger of dying while in childbirth, we would be expected to sacrifice
her for the well being of the child. This, to my Protestant mind,
was overly severe, and I remember tossing and turning in bed over
https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol83/iss4/5
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the unlikely prospect. But countering that concern were such
moments as this: feelings of holiness after being blessed on Ash
Wednesday as I walked from the Newman Center bearing the small
black cross on my naive forehead. This particular moment, however, was short lived. "Heah," my very Irish, very Catholic roommate from Boston said, "yez got some soot on yeh ha-head." Then
he rubbed out the hallowed smudge with his thumb, and with that
simple, irreverent gesture Mike dissolved two plus years of myth. I
don't suppose he meant anything by it. He was just being funny.
Mike had been educated in a Jesuit high school, and like many
Jesuit-educated guys I met over the next few years, he was about as
irreligious as a heathen.
Predictably, the only Roman Catholic hymn to make an
impression on me was the "Ave Maria," the "Hail Maly," as per
Franz Schubert (1825):
Ave Maria, gratia plena,
Maria, gratia plena,
Maria, gratia plena,
Ave, ave dominus,
Dominus tecum.
Like so many truly magnificent hymns, the lyrics do no justice to
the music. "Blessed art thou among women, and blessed is the fruit
of thy womb,Jesus":
Benedicta tu in mulieribus,
Et benedictus,
Et benedictus fructus ventri
Ventris tui, Jesus.
1found myself falling not into the Cult of Mariolatry, feared by all
good Protestants, but into an odd Cult of Femininity wherein I idealized, if not idolized, the Fair Sex.
Such apostasy will have its consequences, however, and sometime after spring break that year, Jenny suddenly dumped me.
We'd been going together for more than two years, and she wore
my pin. We regarded ourselves as engaged, and we'd talked at
length about having a large family, enough to field a baseball
team, maybe even a football team. I was shocked and crushed. I
felt that I had lost my way in the world. Of course, at the time I saw
myself as utterly faultless in all of this. Only later did I come,
grudgingly, to the realization that I'd taken Jenny for granted, and
Published by STARS, 2004
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that I had not offered her much in the way of affection. Perhaps
my love for her had been displaced by a vague sort of devotion.
The language of religion flows with the language of romance, and
it would do so even if such poets as Dante and Petrarch had never
penned a line. Which is the tributary, and which is the main
stream? Jenny had seen what a bad prospect I was as a husband. I
threw myself into the pit, the abyss; I wallowed in the Dark Night
of the Soul; SaintJohn of the Cross had nothing on me. Or maybe
it was one of those other SaintJohns. Anyway, I was a pretty pathetic soul in the spring of 1963.
The only positive aspect I could think of about my spiritual
demolition went back to one of the great drawbacks of being a
Catholic-something
my father had warned me about.
"Catholics," he reminded me, "are required to go to church evny singk Sunday." Seized as I was in paroxysms of love, I had allowed
myself to forget this dread dictum. In my past life as a
Presbyterian, Methodist, and Episcopalian, I had not permitted
myself even to consider such religious diligence, with the excep
tion of a year of perfect Presbyterian attendance at about age
twelve, when my ardor for the aforementioned blue-greeneyed,
honey-blonde-haired Sheny was at its height. I still have the perfect attendance pin to prove my fifty-two Sundays of devotion. One
of the grand dames of that church sported the one-year pin
enclosed with a gold wreath for the second year and at least a
dozen dangling bars to commemorate her dogged piety.
In fact, when I thought back on it, I recalled that even though
I had been a devoted Boy Scout for a good four years, had gained
the rank of Eagle and attached a bronze palm as well, and had
been a member of the Order of the Arrow, I had fallen short of
one prize I'd thought I might grab: the God and Country Award.
This attractive medal would have looked quite impressive, I
thought, but unfortunately, it required at least one year's perfect
churchly attendance, and by the time I was thirteen, I could tell
that was not going to happen. By the time I was contemplating
becoming a good Catholic, my scouting days were past . . . except,
of course, during that desperate summer of 1963, for scouting out
a new girlfriend.
My brother Tom, then going to junior college back in Cocoa,
came to my rescue. While I had been "saving it for marriage," my
brother had been discovering the joys of a rather pagan carnality.
Here I was, verging on my twenty-first birthday, and my kid brothhttps://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol83/iss4/5
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er had more Experience than I. Of course I did not inform him of
this unfortunate circumstance. Could it have been that Jenny
ditched me in a fit of sexual boredom? Perhaps she had discovered a red-blooded Catholic boy who knew which end was up.
Maybe I was supposed to have chalhgvd her litany of reasons why
it was best to "save it for marriage."
Tom was seeing a strange young woman a couple of years older
than I, and therefore maybe five years older than he. She was not
terribly attractive, but she was quite sensual and, Tom said, she
"liked leather" whatever that meant. Best of all, she had a friend.
This was Donna, who was cute and artistic and experienced. Donna,
who was just eighteen, came from Philadelphia, and she'd had a
black man as a lover (she had a snapshot of herself sitting with an
older black man, and I accepted that as proof enough). The main
reason her parents had come to Florida, she said ruefully, was to
break it up between her and Sam. It was especially bad, Donna confided, because her parents were Latter Day Saints. Mormons.
What to say about Donna? For years, I had one of her pen-andink drawings that showed a mother holding and apparently consoling her child, or at least that's what I assumed. I know little
about art technically, but I thought it was pretty good. It was a
piece she'd done for a high school art class, so I guess I should say
it "showed promise." We never wish to look as unsophisticated and
naive as we actually are when speaking of art. My brother and I
double-dated a couple of times, including our first date, which was
to see the 1963 black-and-white version of "Lord of the Flies."
Donna gripped my hand tightly when the boys turned savage and
chased after "Piggy." And did I grip her hand even harder when
the boys chanted the "Kyrie Eleison," driving Jenny back into my
mind? Lord have mercy on us. After the movie, we drove out to
Melbourne Beach and "made out," and at least for a while I was
able to excommunicate Jenny from my memory. I remember
Donna's tight, beige dress, sleeveless, her small, soft shoulders. We
kissed warmly but did not get carried away. We waded in the gentle surf and splashed phosphorescent showers ahead of us while
Tom and Sandy made out more passionately where the dunes
shadowed the beach. Back then we would have said "scrounged,"
what they were doing. This was serious making out.
Donna lived about forty miles south of Cocoa, so it was a long,
lonely drive when I was not double-dating, but typically for me, I
was falling in love again. Infatuation may be the more appropriate
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term, but back then I disavowed any such emotion. I was like
Marlene Dietrich, "Falling in love again, never wanted to . . . can't
help it." That was the only summer after graduating from high
school during which I did not take courses until I finished my master's degree. My mind was on vacation, or on a retreat. My heart
was on a romp, or was it a crusade?
We went to a Latter Day Saints' stake center in Orlando for a
day of fasting and testimony. I had no idea what to expect, but in
my naive, Presbyterian way, I figured nothing all that bad could
happen in an hour, and even if the services went somewhat beyond
that, I could handle it. Donna wore a tight white dress with pink
rose print, sleeveless, a soft fabric like rayon, and I sat very close to
her holding hands throughout, our thighs touching. I whispered
to her more than I should have, I guess, and each time it was half
question or comment, half kiss.
What I knew, or thought I knew, about the Mormons. They
were the world's most devoted proselytizers. They sent their young
men out by pairs into the intense Florida sun wearing black suits
and ties and black fedoras. Back in the Sixties, from what I could
tell, the Mormons were not satisfied with dress slacks, white shirt
and tie; the black coat and hat were an essential part of the uniform. Sometimes they rode bicycles, but usually they were on foot.
My mother was as reluctant to come to the door when they
knocked as she had been in Ohio when the gypsies came to ask for
work. 'We have our own church," she would say defensively. She
said the same when the always suspiciousJehovah's Witnesses came
to the door. She did not say we were Methodists because she did
not want to get into a sectarian debate. Mormons did not partake
of tobacco, alcohol, coffee, or tea. My parents partook of all of the
above, and for the past three years, although I had no use for cigarettes, I had indulged myself with the pipe and cigar, either of
which, I believed, made me look both more mature and more
intellectual. I was a serious student: I had read The Analects of
Confucius and dabbled in The Tao in a humanities class. I was theologically full of myself.
Really, I knew very little of the Mormons beyond that. Their
home state was Utah, they had been notoriously polygamous, and
they had developed a theology based on revelations to a prophet
named Joseph Smith sometime back in the 1820s. They had been
persecuted. I'm pretty sure that was it. Soon I was able to add several other pieces to the puzzle. For one thing, the church, meethttps://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol83/iss4/5
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ing house, or temple, whatever it was, was significantly stripped of
such idolatries as stained glass windows and other devotional ornament, and the minister (called a bishop) wore neither cassock nor
vestments. For another thing, this particular meeting seemed to
be an allday affair, or maybe it was just one interminable afternoon. Unlike the good boy I had been at the First Presbyterian
Church of Barnesville, Ohio, I squirmed and whispered and had
many sinful thoughts, some of which involved Donna and many of
which involved my desire to run outside and tamp my pipe full of
Sir Walter Raleigh. The latter impulse was fueled by the testimony
of an elderly woman, surely at least ninety, who piously recited the
following lines:
Tobacco is a filthy weed,
That from the devil does proceed;
It drains your purse, it burns your clothes,
And makes a chimney of your nose.
I felt a deep, inner urge to make a chimney of my nose, but instead
we broke for refreshments. Instead of the customary iced tea, we
had orange juice and Kool-Aid.
Enduring the event, however, led to one great blessing:
Donna's difficult father decided I was not the Anti-Christ, and he
demonstrated his new benevolence toward me by allowing his
daughter to invite me along on a church campout a couple of
weekends later. This meant I would have the opportunity to
demonstrate my piety in a more amenable setting. As an Eagle
Scout, I told myself, my qualities of character were more likely to
surface when out in nature than when indoors. Moreover, I had
never been very successful when it came to girlfriends' fathers, but
mothers were another matter, and this would give me an opportunity to get in good with Donna's mom.
For some reason, though, I was not informed as to what I was
expected to take with me other than my sleeping bag-a tent, for
instance. Accordingly, I found myself curled up near the campfire
both nights while Donna and her little sister joined their parents
in a capacious tent that might well have accommodated me, but
did not. Somewhere along the line that first night Donna came
out and curled up beside me at the campfire and we kissed as I
kept a nervous eye out for her father. Much of the next day, however, Donna spent giggling with a girlfriend in one tent or another, and by evening I found myself falling out of love. I remember
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sitting on the dock that evening after dinner moping and sulking,
wishing Donna would emerge from the shadows, beg my forgiveness for having ignored me all day, and throw herself into my lascivious arms. Instead, when she did finally show up, she just
shouted at me with a where-have-you-been and a get-on-over-here.
The next week my brother confessed to me that Donna and his
girlfriend Sandy were "sort of lesbians." I had very little sophistication along such lines back then, and I thought of being "sort of
lesbian" the way one might think of being "sort of pregnant." For
whatever reason, I can recall no distinctively Mormon songs,
although I understand they have composed lyrics out of the Book of
Mormon and that Parley P. Pratt (1807-1857) wrote numerous
hymns. For their public performances the famous Tabernacle
Choir favors more familiar numbers.
After my brief fling with Mormonism, I fell into several fallow
months devoid of both romance and religion. In the fall of 1963,
the Roman Catholic president I'd helped elect was assassinated
and I turned twenty-one. The fervor of the Sixties and the early
years of the next decade turned me into more of a skeptic than I
would have supposed I could ever become. Poetry is what did it to
me. My flirtation with religion turned away from congregations,
sects, and institutions and toward literature. I began to see
Christianity through the poems of John Donne, and of George
Herbert, Henry Vaughan, Richard Crashaw, Thomas Traherne,
and John Milton. And love, romantic love, mingled strangely with
theology in their writing.
In his best-known Satire, the third, John Donne, poet and
preacher, probably the greatest preacher of the seventeenth century, admonishes his listener, apparently something of a late
Renaissance playboy who is not unlike his own younger self, to
"Seek true religion." But when he surveys the options, he seems to
be as confused as I've always been. He reflects on Roman Catholics,
Calvinists, and Anglicans, but at the end he concludes that it is all
but impossible to decide which one is the best, which one is to be
embraced as "our Mistress fair Religion." Nevertheless, he insists,
one must "Be busy to seek her" and one must "doubt wisely." Five
years ago, when my parents moved across the state to Inverness,
they became Presbyterians once again. They had been only temporary Methodists after all. A couple of years ago, I married a poet
who is a baptized and confirmed Presbyterian, but we met through
poetry, not through sermons or Sunday school.
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